As this year may or may not ring in the end of the political union between Scotland and England established by the Act of Union in 1707, it is an appropriate time to remember that one of the key events leading to this Act happened in Latin America, at the Gulf of Darien, which is now on the border between Colombia and Panama as well as on the junction of Central and South America.
Keen to keep up with the colonial powers, Scotland -then ruled by England's King William III in personal union, but otherwise still a separate entity in political and financial termsplanned to establish a colony on the Caribbean coast near the narrowest part of the Central American land mass, with the idea to capitalise on the connection between the Atlantic and Pacific sea trade.
Around 1,200 settlers left Scotland on five ships in 1698 and tried to establish a colony. Tropical diseases, food shortages and mismanagement led to a disastrous mortality. After just eight months, the survivors, numbering around 300, gave up and retreated back home. Meanwhile, a second wave of over 1,000 settlers set out, became demoralised when they found the colony deserted, and finally gave up after a siege by Spanish forces. All the way through the project, King William refused to provide any kind of assistance, as he feared that establishing the colony might upset Spain, which laid claim to the entire region.
The enterprise had been backed by around a quarter of the money circulating in Scotland. Its failure exacerbated existing economic problems and left the Act of Union as the only option for Scotland to avert economic collapse at home and participate in imperial successes around the world.
Beyond El Dorado
After the end of Spanish rule, Panama became part of Colombia, but both parts of the greater Colombia had very different economic interests. Panama, relying on its strategic position for trade, seceded from Colombia in 1903 and entered a treaty with the United States that enabled the construction of the Panama Canal under US control. Colombia, meanwhile, had mainly its natural resources to bank on, which include gold and coal.
In a public debate held at the British Museum in February to accompany the current exhibition Beyond El Dorado: Power and gold in ancient Colombia, experts discussed the question of whether these natural resources have been a blessing or a curse for the country.
Gold in particular has a track record of attracting the kind of economic activity that doesn't support the local economy in a sustainable way. Intriguingly, it wasn't much of a curse before the Spanish arrived. In pre-Columbian Colombia, gold was not kept for economic value, but exclusively for the manufacture of objects appreciated for their spiritual connotations, as the exhibition with Once the rumours of a mythical place 'El Dorado' (initially the name referred to a gold sculpture of a man, literally: the golden one) spread, gold became a quite obvious curse for South America, as it made the continent the target of armed robbery at an unprecedented scale.
To this day, the reliance of a country on creating income from extracting natural resources can be problematic in a number of ways, as Colombianborn economist Isabel Ruiz from Oxford University explained during the debate.
There is a well-known connection between reliance on resources and decline in other sectors, such as manufacturing or agriculture, known as the Dutch disease, with reference to problems observed in the Netherlands after the discovery of a large gas field in 1959. The underlying principle is that the influx of capital drives up the exchange rate of the local currency and thereby makes the products less competitive on international markets.
Moreover, the illusion of easy access to wealth could discourage people from pursuing other, more sustainable income sources, and Many of today's poor countries are rich in natural resources but have been unable to capitalise on this wealth. To this day, the extractive industries attracted by gold, coal and oil are causing problems both for local populations and the natural environment, as recent developments in Ecuador and Colombia demonstrate. Michael Gross reports.
Latin America's resources: Blessing or curse?
Colombian crocodile: This pendant, made in pre-Columbian times from the gold alloy tumbaga, is one of the objects displayed at the British Museum during the exhibition of Colombian gold artefacts, which runs until March 23rd. (© Museo del Oro -Banco de la República, Colombia.) the need for investment into mining operations combined with the portability of their products means that the benefits will accumulate in the hands of very few people, typically living far away.
On the plus side, as Ruiz pointed out, good management of resource extraction can overcome these problems. For instance, proceeds from the mining industries could be saved or reinvested into manufacturing or agriculture, or social projects, given the political will and strong institutions that can prevent resource extraction from transforming into outright looting.
Fellow Colombian expat Oscar Guardiola-Rivera from Birkbeck College London warned of the destructive influence of mining operations across Latin America, with the problems already described in Eduardo Galeano's classic text Open Veins of Latin America (1971). Guardiola-Rivera argued that only a complete rethink of our relationship with nature and natural resources can save us from destroying our own livelihoods through globalisation and climate change. Only an Amerindian perspective of appreciating the wealth of nature, including the unrivalled biodiversity in Colombia and Ecuador, could avert a global disaster. In this endeavour, social movements emerging across Latin America and voicing legitimate criticism of the consequences of globalisation have an important role to play, GuardiolaRivera said.
Each of the resources comes with its own set of problems tied up into the global crises of biodiversity loss, climate change, and unsustainable economical activity. Cheap coal from Colombia, as Channel 4 News presenter Jon Snow, chair of the debate, pointed out, helped to put British miners out of work in the 1980s. Today it is more worrying because of its carbon footprint, although workers' rights in Colombia also remain a problem.
Commenting from the floor, audience member Andy Higginbottom from the Colombia Solidarity Campaign (CSC) pointed out another entanglement between UK economic interests and Colombia's resources. The London-listed AngloGold Ashanti group is pursuing a large-scale open-cast gold mining project in the municipality of Cajamarca, in the province of Tolima.
A report on the mining project recently published by the CSC (http://www.colombiasolidarity. org.uk/attachments/ article/612/LA%20COLOSA_ A%20Death%20Foretold.pdf) argues that the environmental damage caused by the operation is likely to become much more significant than the company has so far acknowledged. Problematic issues include the disposal of waste rock on the scale of 100 million tonnes, the impact on the páramos ecosystem with which the mining area overlaps, and the failure of democratic debate, as highlighted by the recent assassination of César García, a rural community leader opposing the development of the La Colosa goldmining project.
In stark contrast to the innocence and spirituality of the pre-Columbian gold objects displayed at the museum, many of which are about man's connection with nature, campaigners fear that a new gold rush in Colombia will bring about death and destruction to local people and their natural environment.
Ecuador's black gold
Colombia's neighbour Ecuador currently also experiences debates over prospective extraction of natural resources. The bone of contention is an area of the Yasuni National Park containing the oil fields Ishpingo, Tambococha and Tiputini (collectively known as ITT). The fields are estimated to contain 850 million barrels of heavy oil, which is one fifth of Ecuador's oil reserves.
Back in 2007, Ecuador's president Rafael Correa had launched a pioneering scheme offering to leave the oil in the ground in exchange for financial support. Originating from activist groups, this idea was widely hailed as a model to stop deforestation and degradation of natural environments in the name of development and progress (Curr. Biol. (2010) 20, R217-R218).
However, on August 15 th last year, the Ecuadorean government announced the termination of the plan, citing insufficient funds as a reason. Of the $3.6 billion they had sought, $336 million had been pledged by various governments, organisations and individuals. Only around $13 million had actually changed hands and will now have to be compensated. "Despite strenuous efforts by the Ecuadorian government, including establishing a secretary of state devoted to this scheme, the financial backing fell way short of the widespread expressions of support," as Ecuador's ambassador in the UK, Juan Falconi Puig, stated in a comment.
Working farmers: Part of the 'curse' of natural resources is that they can discourage other sectors of the economy including manufacturing and agriculture. The latter is particularly badly affected in Colombia, as long-running internal conflicts have displaced many peasant farmers from their land. (Photo: © SWISSAID http://www.swissaid.ch/)
In February, however, the British newspaper The Guardian reported that a confidential agreement with a Chinese bank was drawn up in 2009, giving Chinese oil companies and banks the opportunity to extract the vast oil reserves under the ITT area in Yasuni National Park -the same area for which the government simultaneously sought financial incentives to leave the oil untouched. A copy of the document was originally published on The Guardian's website, but withdrawn on the 20 th of February "pending investigation".
Observers on the ground have also reported that an implausible amount of exploration activity has been going on in the neighbouring area known as 'Block 31', which has only relatively poor oil reserves. The most likely reason for this activity would be that the infrastructure was put in place to enable a rapid move into the more rewarding ITT field.
Citizens' groups in support of upholding the original commitment to leave the Yasuni oil in the ground have launched a petition to force the government to hold a referendum. The initiative needs to collect 600,000 signatures by mid April. In February, the organisers announced that they already more than half the required number.
Ecuador already has a history of dispute over the environmental damage wreaked by oil extraction. In November 1993, lawyers representing a group of 48 Native Amazonians filed a lawsuit against the oil giant Texaco, which had been producing oil in Ecuador since 1964. The charge was that the company cut corners and saved costs by depositing toxic waste in open dumps, contaminating water supplies and causing death and disease among animals and humans alike. As Ecuador had no experience of oil production before Texaco arrived, there were no laws enforcing safe practices. Rather than re-injecting waste products into deep rock layers, as was the practice in the US, the company went for the cheaper option to use open pits.
The name Texaco has disappeared after the merger with Chevron in 2001, but the legal dispute is still running in its 21 st year. A court in New York dismissed the case in 2001, but an Ecuadorian court ordered Chevron to pay $9.5 billion in compensation.
Ecuador's supreme court confirmed this ruling in November 2013. However, the company retaliated by suing lawyer Steven Donziger, who has been representing the Amazonians from the beginning, in a New York court for allegedly bribing the Ecuadorian court, so the legal wrangles continue and Chevron has so far avoided payment of the compensation (http://stevendonziger. com/).
Given this precedent, and the fact that the damage to Yasuni National Park, e.g. from the construction of roads, is already under way, President Correa's claim that the National Park will remain 99.9% unaffected by the oil production doesn't sound very reassuring, even though the president has supported the compensation claims against Chevron and has pledged to use oil revenues to "end poverty" in his country.
Activists are very worried for the safety of the indigenous groups who live in voluntary isolation in Yasuni National Park, and ecologists have resigned themselves to taking stock of the unique biodiversity of the park before it disappears. Yasuni National Park is said to harbour more wildlife species per hectare than the United States and Canada have in total. Even if the land used for oil extraction is only 0.1% of the park's surface, environmentalists fear that the roads built may open access for further destruction, e.g. by illegal logging.
Whether Correa can limit the damage to 0.1% and turn the oil wealth into a blessing for Ecuador remains to be seen, but the many ways in which the resource can be a curse have been all too obvious in the past, even without considering the fact that we can't really afford to burn any extra fossil fuels.
While the ambivalent nature of natural resources tends to show up most crudely in developing countries, especially those where looting by colonial powers was swiftly replaced with looting by corrupt dictators, it is also evident in wealthier countries and cooler climates. Scotland, if it chooses the path to independence, may look to the example of Norway, which paid proceeds from its North Sea oil and gas exploration into a communal fund now worth more than one million krone ($165,000) per capita. Conversely, the fossil fuels produced in UK waters mainly increased the wealth of the investors. This demonstrates one more time that resources can be a blessing for the few or for many, depending on how societies decide to handle them.
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